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HOWEVER MUCH I WISHED they didn’t the cows kept wiping their large snotty noses on my dresses. It was as if they knew I didn’t like it but did it anyway, just to vex me. So when I’d finished detaching them from the milking machine I had to always go and change before doing anything else.

I was sure some of the low grunts and moos they made were telling each other about how wet and nasty their noses were. And when I was out in the fields with them they nudged those with the worst to the front of the herd just to greet me. I also strongly believed that any ready to sneeze had the automatic right of way.

Sir Percival felt my theories were groundless and a by-product of being thrown back and forth through time. Something I do not recommend. Especially with the spice of almost certain death added to the mix.

Perhaps he had a point. Maybe I was so used to danger and inexplicable happenings that I was somehow trying to make up for the intense boredom of working on the highland farm at which we found ourselves deposited.

Our arrival was a surprise for everyone involved, although Angus, the ancient farmer who rather resembled a short gnarly oak, certainly didn’t look a gift-horse in the mouth when we exited from the barn wondering just where the devil we’d ended up. Thankfully he seemed to sense that we didn’t want our presence to be widely advertised, so after navigating his accent we agreed to pay for our food and lodgings by working on his farm. As we got to know each other better I began to feel that Sir Percival and I were making up for the family he no longer had. It also didn’t hurt that Sir Percival made some adjustments to the steam-powered milking machinery thereby making it more efficient and quieter. I’m sure the cows appreciated that.

What Angus made of us I wasn’t too sure, especially my pink hair (which I’d hastily made sure was still present) and Sir Percival’s royal blue (which he hastily washed away). But at the time I was incredibly happy not to be a nasty smear across a long swathe of countryside.

“Missy” and “Yon Feller”, as Angus had named us, were keeping a low profile in the highlands of Scotland sure in the knowledge that the Men of the Cog, the dangerous cabal looking to usurp power for themselves (as well as our deaths), didn’t have the merest Dickens of a clue as to where we were.

In fact Sir Percival had taken to the situation like a duck to water and was now inseparable from a kilt Angus had donated to him. A more distressing sight cannot be imagined what with the blustery winds plaguing the area.

I couldn’t help wondering what had happened in Rhyl, and if ending the curse, or even preventing it from happening in the first place, had changed anything. And whether Penelope missed me as much as I did her. Or even if she had any memory of me whatsoever.

So it was with such maudlin thoughts that I entered the barn Angus had let us have, one of several around his home – we felt it would be safer than his house if anyone came visiting. It also allowed us to manufacture weapons and devices without curious questions and the ever-present threat of death if he accidentally touched something. 

Sir Percival’s eyes met mine over some carefully placed stacked bales of hay which hid the work area. An eyebrow raised itself at the sight of my snot-stained dress and then he disappeared to concentrate on whatever he was manufacturing.

“I stand by my hypothesis,” I tritely advised him on my way to the small furnace we’d constructed. The barn was surprisingly toasty with its presence, in addition to hay being used as insulation against the wooden walls. 

He didn’t reply as I started drying the cows warm, sticky welcomes on what was the Angus’s late wife’s dress. It was dark blue and made from a hard-wearing tweed. Something quite useful against the scratchy heather.

“I believe I made my thoughts on the matter clear, Miss Lovelady,” he replied pulling down his goggles over his eyes.

I had two options – I could continue our slugging match concerning a cow’s motivation to wipe it’s nose upon me (and thereby slowly lose the will to live), or I could ask what he was making.

Thankfully sense (and intense curiosity) won out.

“What are you making?” I asked, readying myself for the regrettable swirl of his kilt. Today he’d matched the red tartan with a black tweed jacket. It was slightly too big for his frame. Due to its size I suspected it wasn’t the farmer’s, but his son’s.

But he seemed to be too engrossed in whatever he was doing to suddenly turn around.

“I believe I have made a breakthrough, Miss Lovelady.” He looked over his shoulder at me. Instead of his nether-regions I had the unsettling sight of rather massive eyes blinking at me through his magnifying goggles.

“In what?”

He looked curiously at me and then asked, “Did your nose always look like that?”

Two could play at that game.

My right hand rose up to my face and my index finger slowly made its way to a vacant nostril.

Sir Percival’s eyebrows rose in horrified astonishment and he quickly looked back down at the worktable in front of him. 

That would go some way for payback for his kilt shenanigans!

“I believe my question was voiced first, Sir Percival.”

In answer his left hand held something out for me to see.

“And?”

He waggled his hand.

“Too much scotch?”

He sighed and moved his goggles back to the top of his head. Probably to avoid seeing whatever I’d done with my nose.

Turning round fully (and thankfully not too quickly) he opened his hand to show something brown in it.

“Lot’s of that around here. It is a farm you know. I do hope you wash it off when you’ve finished.”

“I’ve been investigating the local geography.”

“And there I was thinking you just wanted to get some more turbulent air up your–”

“Do you wish me to continue?” he interrupted.

I did so enjoy seeing how far I could wind him up.

The front of my dress was now hot and the cow-snot dry and crispy. “Please. Mind if I brush this off while you explain?”

“Could you do that over there?” he indicated a far corner for me to go stand.

“Yes, I could. But I won’t,” I replied knowing he was just being picky.

I retrieved a brush I’d found in a pocket of one of Angus’s late wife’s coats and began brushing the dried mucus off. It seemed such a useful brush that I had the strange thought that she used it for the exact same purpose.

By his strained silence I could tell that Sir Percival was mentally dismissing what I was quite clearly doing in front of him.

“Please continue. Don’t mind me,” I prompted, as as faint snowfall of dried mucus fell from my dress to the floor.

“This mineral has quite remarkable properties that I’m only just beginning to discern.”

“That brown thing?”

“Yes.”

“Such as?”

He held up one of the Tesla coils from my rifle and what looked like a small brown pebble. It appeared to be slightly transparent, like amber, but without the same golden colour.

“Which would you say hold the most charge?”

I immediately ceased brushing and looked at him.

He smiled knowing he’d piqued my curiosity.

If the strange pebble held as much or more charge then it would enable my Tesla gun to be even smaller. Perhaps I could even have two – one in each hand. Perhaps even a third, for when the first two had run out of charge? Or maybe four...

But I could see by his eyes that he wanted to play.

“Tesla coil,” I replied, playing it safe.

“Come watch.”

I could hear the beginnings of smugness in his voice, but I didn’t really care so excited I was at the possibilities.

Giving my dress one last brush I saw that it was now as clear of cow snot as I could make it and walked over to join him at the workbench.

“Tesla coil,” he unnecessarily stated, holding it up for me to see, like he was a bottom of the bill magician letting a gullible member of the public confirm the Queen of Hearts would be in the deck.

He placed it on a little device we’d cobbled together to check the charges on the coils. Carefully he connected the ends up to the terminals and the circular dial on the centre gauge quickly swung, as expected, to point at roughly what would be seven o’clock.

“Would you say that the coil would be fully charged?” he asked in a voice that sounded like ‘are you sure the handcuffs are quite securely locked?’

“Yes.”

He disconnected the coil from the terminals and placed it to one side. Then he fair put the wind up me by pulling on his gloves and his goggles down over his eyes before reaching over to pass me mine.

“That much,” I whispered in awe, pulling my goggles over my head and making sure they were comfortable around my eyes.

He silently nodded, then added, “I’ve found it to be highly variable. But best to err on the safe side.”

I stood back, still making sure I could see the gauge.

He held the small pebble up, “Rupertium,” he announced and tenderly placed it on the device.

If this panned out I’d even forgive him for using the name of his dead lover for the strange material.

Gently he placed the terminals against the stone.

Nothing happened.

The gauge didn’t even flicker.

“Wha–?” I began, but received a raised finger indicating I should wait.

Reaching over he picked up a long, thin metal rod. Then, taking care to lean back as if he were lighting a particularly hazardous firework, he tapped the stone with it.

Almost faster than I could make out the dial zipped round back to 12 o’clock, but I saw it straining, wanting to go further. The sound of metal grinding upon metal slowly grew in pitch.

Sir Percival quickly moved back behind a strategically placed wall made from bales of hay, and motioned that I should do likewise. I heeded his warning and moved back to the other side of the workbench, and just as well that I did as the whole gauge blew apart with a loud bang. I hoped that the bales of hay also served to muffle the noise from Angus.

Sir Percival and I turned to look at each other as small metal parts embedded themselves into the surrounding bales of hay and pinged off the furnace. Some had even gained height and were now raining down upon us.

“Rupertium it is,” I said.
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EVEN WITH THE EXCITEMENT of new scientific discoveries to explore I still felt out of sorts. I suspected this was because of our recent experiences in Rhyl – myself with the rather lovely Penelope, and Sir Percival with... well, some sporting group thing that I’d rather not go into thank you very much. Unfortunately I was the only Missy that I knew of in the area, let alone one that would be definitely interested in other Missy’s.

Sir Percival, with his new-found hobby of kilt wearing, seemed all set to debut on the grizzled highland farmer social scene. But I was unsure whether he would find a fellow kilt-loving bird of a feather.

So when at dinner Angus casually mentioned ‘Yon Big Hoose’ I was most intrigued. Apparently its actual name was Darkbridge Manor, the home of the local laird, where such events as shindigs and hootenanny’s happened. Further questioning revealed that they were gatherings where dancing took place. And if I knew anything about girls (being a girl myself) it was that girls congregated at dances like bees to honey. Possibly it was something in the blood. I’d decided not to ask Sir Percival for his thoughts on the matter as he’d just go off at a tangent and likely become most rude. But whether or not the girls at such events would be interested in other girls, or just wanted to compare men in kilts didn’t matter to me – I just felt the need to be around other females. At least for a while, until the talk of kilts got to me.

There was also the matter that we were nowhere that the Men of the Cog would think of looking for us, so were safe in going to such an event.

On seeing my interest the bald-headed Angus pointed to his non-existent hair and raised his bushy ginger eyebrows at me.

I couldn’t fathom why until Sir Percival said, “Your hair. It’s most memorable.”

On the verge of thanking them I realised what they meant – it was too recognisable. Any mention of a female with pink hair would naturally put a target on me and anyone in my vicinity. “I shall just have to dye it.”

Angus started talking about something, but unfortunately I didn’t have the same facility as Sir Percival for understanding our host.

“Oh, yes,” Sir Percival nodded at Angus, encouraging him to continue.

I bit my tongue and waited for the eventual translation. I mused upon the thought of whether I’d have this same problem with other ladies who attended shindigs and the like. 

But wouldn’t a kiss be a kiss in any situation?

Although apparently for the French a kiss could just mean something like that was a darned fine croissant you gave me.

Sir Percival cleared his throat bringing me back to the current conversation. I looked enquiringly at him.

“Apparently Angus’ late wife used to make her own hair dye and he still has several bottles of it. If you’d like to make use of them?”

I smiled into Angus’ wizened face and said, “Thank you, I would.”

Whereupon he started off again and I resumed my very pleasant thoughts upon kissing girls.
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ANGUS MADE SOME ENQUIRIES for us about when the next gathering was going to take place. Not being known to be seen at such events, and to allay suspicions that he was touched in the head, he advised that he was making enquires in behalf of two visiting relatives. I hoped that this would be sufficient excuse for my lack of comprehension concerning the local spoken tongue. Fortuitously the next event was but a few days hence.

In the meantime our knowledge of the mysterious substance named Rupertium was increasing, and I hoped to be able to test the weapon utilising it that Sir Percival was in the midst of constructing. So far Angus hadn’t mentioned anything about loud explosions coming from the barn Sir Percival and I used. Either that or he was being incredibly polite while scratching his bald wrinkled head wondering what we were up to.

But something unexpected occurred that quite threw myself and Sir Percival. While out with the herd I found a man. Or rather, I found what appeared to be a small toy man made of metal partly hidden at the bottom of a stream that flowed at the boundary between Angus’ farm and that of one of his neighbours, Robin.

I had just gone to the stream to clean off the most recent of the cow’s welcomes when I saw something silvery shining at the bottom of the water. Thinking it might have been a knife of some sort, maybe from some female highland warrior (a girl can but hope) I waded into the freezing water and picked it up. The cold metal felt like it was burning my hand as water dripped from it. But then an unpleasant memory hit me – the cows liked to butt me with their heads if I wasn’t paying attention to them. I quickly moved to one side and received a disappointed moo from my newest snotty-nosed potential assailant as, not being able change direction in time, they splashed into the water next to me.

While doing my best to dodge warm wet noses and horns I examined the figure on the way back. It was roughly six inches in length and half a pound in weight and exquisitely made – what appeared to be clothes and hair had been patterned onto the metal, and its head and all the limbs were manoeuvrable. I had no idea how long it had lain in the water but couldn’t see any corrosion on it so guessed that it was either there only recently or made from some rust-proof metal.

After depositing the cows at the milking machine for Angus to connect them up I headed over to the barn where Sir Percival was no doubt making yet more breakthroughs. I felt sure he also made them in his bed, but felt it best not to enquire about those ones.

“Ah, Miss Lovelady,” he said, upon spying my entrance.

“Sir Percival. You have discovered something new?” 

He waited for me to close the large door behind me before saying anything more. “I have something for you.”

I hoped it was the weapon to test, and walked round to the workbench steeling myself for the sight of him in his kilt. “And I have a mystery for you.”

His eyebrows crept together in puzzlement as he knew I’d been out with the cows. I wanted to milk the moment so said, “But I’ll have yours first if you don’t mind.” 

He gave me a look but knew from ample previous experience that I wouldn’t budge until I had whatever it was in my hand.

He moved to one side to reveal what resembled a small handgun lying on the bench. It was dark silver in colour, had a barrel slightly larger than a normal gun, a roughly made wooden handle, and bulges either side where the bullets would normally be held in the chamber. It was certainly smaller and more easily carried than my rifle. I hoped it would be just as powerful.

“I recommend darkened lenses in your goggles, and to brace yourself.”

He had my full attention.

“What are the bulges?” I asked as I quickly located my goggles and rotated the darkened lenses in.

“Where I’ve made space for two Rupertium stones, one either side. Also, so it can pass for a normal handgun.”

“Camouflage?”

“Indeed. To your right I’ve created an area for target practice.”

I looked round and barely managed to see through the dark lenses a red and white circled target in the distance down the length of the barn.

Turning back I picked the gun up and hefted it in my hand. It felt roughly the same as the metal man in my pocket. I now felt that Sir Percival had fulfilled his part of the agreement so took it out and showed him.

His eyebrows shot up and reached for it like a child for a new toy. “What–? Where–?...” he excitedly stammered.

“It was in a stream. I’ll take you to where I found it if you wish,” I replied, sighting along the gun toward the target. The rough wooden handle would need to be sanded down to prevent any splinters. But I knew he’d put it there so as to prevent the conduction of electricity. 

I glanced back at him and saw he was absorbed in the figure, moving its arms and legs this way and that. He’d be happy as a dog with two tails for quite some time. But more important things beckoned.

I stepped away from him as I was unsure of the gun’s power. Bracing myself I held it firmly with both hands, sighted towards the target and squeezed the trigger.

Lightning exploded out of the barrel jerking my arms and rocking me back on my heels. The sound of a thunderclap momentarily shocked me and I released the trigger. It was just
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